
1 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, PROFESSOR JOHN WATSON, WHO, 14th February, 2021  

 

 

ANDREW MARR SHOW, 14TH FEBRUARY, 2021 

 

PROFESSOR JOHN WATSON  

World Health Organisation  

 

(Please check against delivery (uncorrected copies)) 

 

AM: That World Health Organisation Mission which has just 

returned after travelling to China, including to Wuhan, to 

investigate the origins of the Coronavirus has had a lot of 

international criticism. Yesterday President Biden’s Security 

Advisory, Jakes Sullivan said the US government had ‘deep 

concerns’ about its report. Professor John Watson used to be the 

UK’s Deputy Chief Medical Officer. He was one of the scientists on 

that trip and I spoke to him just before we came on air this 

morning asking were they given full access to what they needed.  

JW: Look, I think you need to think through the context of this.  

We live in very strange times. Half the world’s lockdown as we are 

in this country and so we were quarantined for the first two 

weeks, completely cut off in hotel rooms, and then we were in a 

modified form of quarantine for the second two weeks where we 

were then getting out and about somewhat and meeting with our 

counterparts. And so inevitably all of that means that there 

restrictions in what we were able to do and that would have been 

the case whether we were there or in other countries too where 

lockdowns operate. 

 

AM: So it wasn’t easy, but in specific terms, did you see the raw 

data about the first 174 people who contracted Coronavirus in 

China, because a lot of people have said that was essential.  

JW: Right. We saw a very great deal about specifically those 174 

cases. These are the cases that were identified in the first month, 

that is December 2019, and that were confirmed as cases of 

Coronavirus by the Chinese authorities who were investing them. 

And we discussed at very great detail with them exactly how those 
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cases were identified and the approach they took to looking for 

such cases, the way in which that evolved as they learnt more 

about the nature of the pandemic. We discussed with them then 

the analyses that they had done in relation to these cases and 

they presented to us in very great detail various tabulations and 

analyses around those cases and we discussed those with them 

and discussed with them further analyses that they could then 

carry out.   We saw a certain amount of the raw data in the sense 

that we saw some of the line listing in relation to those cases. We 

didn’t see all of that and we didn’t see the original questionnaires 

that were used, but apart from the fact that of course they would 

have been in Chinese one has to think about what one would have 

seen if one had gone to any other country in the world. It would 

be unusual for them to hand over the raw data, but we looked at 

a great deal of the information in detail in discussion with the 

Chinese counterparts. 

 

AM: Yes, but. It doesn’t sound to me like you had many 

conversations with the Chinese about their analysis and didn’t see  

much of the original raw data. Your colleague, Dominic Dwyer, 

who’s an Australian microbiologist on the team said: “They 

showed us a couple of examples, but that’s not the same as doing 

all of them which is standard epidemiological investigation. So 

then you know the interpretation of that data becomes more 

limited.” He’s right, isn’t he? 

JW: Look, I’m not sure that that really characterises the Mission as 

a whole. There was a lot of sharing of raw data in the various 

areas in which we were looking at. With respect specifically to 

aspects of the epidemiology  in those original cases there are 

more data that we would like to have the opportunity to see and it 

would be easier if we had that. But this is really just the start of a 

process. We were there a relatively short time; quite a bit of that 

was spent really beginning to understand the way in which our 

colleagues had worked, the kind of information they’d got, the 

way in which they’d done that and the information that they had 
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gleaned so far from that.  We see that as the beginning of  a 

process. A process that frankly that was going to take months or 

years to complete. 

 

AM: I  understand this is very, very complicated stuff, but the 

reason I’m pressing you is that around the world there is a great 

deal of disbelief and scepticism about this operation.  Jake 

Sullivan, who’s President Biden’s new Security Adviser, said 

yesterday that: “China must make available its data from the 

earliest days of the outbreak”, and wonders if you are pressing 

them to do that. 

JW: Right, well we certainly have been pressing and are 

continuing to talk  with our Chinese counterparts about that. But 

look, I think –  

AM: Mr Sullivan -  I’m sorry to jump in - because he also said and 

I’m quoting him: “We have deep concerns about the way in which 

the early findings of the Covid-19 investigations were 

communicated and questions about the process used to reach 

them.” 

JW: Right. We look and I too have read that and I don’t really 

want to get involved in discussion about what a commentator or a 

politician in the US has said. What I have said though is that we 

have seen a great deal of information about that, those early 

cases and there is more that we would like to see both in the way 

of analyses and data and we’ve been talking with our Chinese 

counterparts about that.   We hadn’t ever anticipated that this was 

an event that would be a one off; we’d come back with a clear cut 

answer on the basis of this one trip. We see it as the start of a 

process that’s going to take really quite a while and we are 

recommending a range of further work to be done, further 

analyses and further discussions to take place as part of trying to 

unearth what’s going on.  
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AM: I see. Now your team came up with four different possibly 

scenarios about how the pandemic might have originally started. 

What in your view, personally, is the most likely of these? 

JW: All those four hypotheses remain on the table. Of those the 

probability that there is an animal reservoir somewhere and that 

the infection got to humans probably through an intermediate 

host. An intermediate host that is perhaps more plentiful, perhaps 

it’s farmed, something that has more contact with humans and in 

which further adaptation of a virus could take place that would 

allow the opportunity to spread to humans. That, we think, is the 

most likely and it’s that where we feel the absolute priority for 

further work needs to be focused. 

 

AM: So to be absolutely clear, the  possibility that this escaped 

from one of two bit Wuhan Research Institutes  and laboratories is 

not ruled out? 

JW: It is not ruled out. That’s correct. 

 

AM: Were you able to go and visit the labs yourselves and look at 

the books and talk to the scientists directly involved in this to 

establish whether or not it could have happened? 

JW: Right. Look, yes we were. Now I’m not a lab scientist and I 

clearly in that visit I was very much sitting with my colleagues 

including some who work in that kind of environment and were 

better placed, but we were, yes, able to go to the lab, we were 

shown around the lab and we were then given the opportunity to 

talk to the scientists in the lab and there was no bar, no holding 

back on the questions. So for example we were very open about 

the issue that it was being suggested that there was  a possibility 

of a leak and you know, what do you feel about that and what 

about this and that aspects of the work that you were doing and 

the safety processes in the lab. We were very clear in our ability to 

be able to ask questions about all of that. 

 



5 
ANDREW MARR SHOW, PROFESSOR JOHN WATSON, WHO, 14th February, 2021  

 

 

AM: And you  saw the logs and the data that you would have 

wanted to see? 

JW: Look, I think that that’s a hypothesis which remains on the 

table and could certainly have further work done on it. If further 

work of that kind was to be done you’d certainly have to bring in 

additional kinds of expertise around labs that do that kind of work 

and the safety processes in labs like that in order to look at that 

aspect of it in more detail.  

 

AM: There was another theory that the Chinese government has 

talked about, that this came from frozen food. Have you seen any 

evidence of that? 

JW: Right, look, this businesses about food born including cold 

chain frozen food is complicated and I’d just give you again an 

example to demonstrate that.   On the one hand there is the 

business whereby a virus makes the leap from animals to humans 

and  whether or not food and food chain could have played a part 

in that and that’s really our major focus, that origin. But separate 

to that is the potential for the food chain, particularly frozen food, 

once the virus is around in the human population and widely 

around the world, we know that the virus can be transmitted 

through intermediate objects, through things that people touch 

and contaminate and then pick up on their hands, we know that 

that can happen, we’ve seen that  happen and there is evidence 

that in the cold chain that further transmission is a very real 

possibility. But that’s not the focus. Our focus is on this issue of 

the very start of it, the origin, and there our view is that is a 

possibility and we need to continue to look into that, but it’s not at 

the top of our list by any means.   

 

AM: Just going back to the frozen food theory, if I could put it that 

way, one of your colleagues, Fabian Leendertz who is a German 

Zoonotics  Disease Specialist said that he thought it was a very 

unlikely scenario. Do you agree with him? 
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JW: Right. Look, I’m happy about his greater knowledge in this 

area. I’ve already said that I think it was very much down our list 

of likelihood and that the transmission from animals via an 

intermediate host was likely, was the most likely, so whether it’s 

possible or very unlikely I’m not going to make a judgement 

between. I’m very happy to take Fabian’s view on that, he’s more 

expert in those particular issues than I am.  

 

AM: The absolutely critical thing here I suppose is exactly when 

this outbreak started. Have you been able to establish that? 

JW: Well, the focus of my work was – or the  area that I focused 

on with colleagues in the team was, was there evidence that there 

had been activity of this virus in the population in Wuhan or 

thereabouts in the months prior to the known outbreak. If not, 

was there evidence that there was transmission occurring in the 

population in Wuhan at the time that the seafood market outbreak 

occurred, and the answer to those is that the retrospective look 

certainly indicated that if there had been any transmission 

occurring prior to the main outbreak that there was certainly not  

substantial activity. And then with respect to the time of the 

outbreak itself,  there are various kind of evidence that we were 

able to unearth which suggests to us that although the Wuhan 

market, the seafood market in Wuhan was a focus of a cluster 

within the outbreak there were other cases occurring already in 

the population that were not associated with that market. 

Suggesting to use that there was transmission already occurring. 

 

AM: It sounds like you believe that it was  - we’re talking about 

probably early or mid December in 2019 when the outbreak starts 

in China. And I think the problem that a lot of people have with 

that is that there is evidence from Northern Italy of Coronavirus 

being present in parts of Northern Italy much earlier than that. 

September, October, around that time. How would you explain the 

evidence of Coronavirus in Italy earlier in the autumn? 
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JW: Well look, you’re right that there is information of that kind 

and that has not so far been an area that this particular team has 

been involved in looking at. That our own investigation was very 

much done knowing that there are other pieces of information of 

that kind.  We understand that the information that was available 

so far around that was you know, it was limited – limited quality 

but that further information is being sought on that and I think 

that we do certainly feel that it’s very important that leads of that 

kind be looked up. Clearly if there was activity occurring in that 

part of the world considerably earlier than the Wuhan outbreak it 

would cast a very different light on the timeline. So yes, we 

certainly feel that that needs to be pursued vigorously.   

 

AM: Are you yourself absolutely sure this started in China?  

JW: No.  I think that there are all sorts of reasons to do with the 

way it did start in the outbreak in Wuhan and the various bits of 

information about the way in which these viruses live in different 

animal reservoirs, that suggest that China is a very, very possible 

source for the outbreak, but by no means necessarily the place 

where the leap from animals to humans take place and I think we 

need to ensure that we are looking beyond the borders are  China 

as well as within China.  

 

AM: Now this whole trip, as you know, has been devilled by 

politics on all sides and one of our colleagues has described it as: 

“highly geopolitical.” Do  you think that this investigation in the 

end was independent enough of the Chinese authorities to get to 

the truth? 

JW: Right.  Of course we recognise the political currents swirling 

around this and I think the important thing is that we feel that this 

is a start. That we’ve made a lot of progress, that we’ve learnt a 

lot, but this  is only the beginning of that process, it’s not the end 

of it. And so to make a judgement about whether on the basis of 

this start the whole process is sufficiently independent or not I 

think would be premature. I think the important thing is that we 
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have the opportunity to go forward and learn more about this and 

that’s what we need to be concentrating on. 

 

Ends  


